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time	 career	 while	 ‘juggling’	 childcare	 and	 domestic	 tasks.	 Competing	 and	
contradictory	 ideologies	 of	 motherhood	 offer	 different	 definitions	 of	 the	 good	
mother,	making	 it	 difficult	 for	 a	woman	 to	 judge	 her	 own	mothering,	 but	 also	
offering	 the	 possibility	 of	 picking	 and	 choosing	 from	 the	 criteria	 for	 good	
motherhood.		
An	 Internet	discussion	 forum,	 such	as	 the	one	hosted	by	 the	UK	parenting	 site		
Mumsnet,	offers	the	possibility	of	exploring	mothering	concepts	such	as	the	good	
and	bad	mother	from	the	viewpoint	of	mothers	themselves.	While	mothers	have	




study	 of	 discussions	 on	 good	 and	 bad	 mothering	 on	 Mumsnet	 offers	 the	








from	 the	point	of	 view	of	users	of	Mumsnet,	 one	of	 the	 largest	 and	most	well‐





Intensive	Mothering	 ideology	 and	 Johnston	 and	 Swanson’s	 (2003)	 typology	 of	
contemporary	 mothering	 ideologies	 in	 analysing	 the	 mothers’	 discussions.	 It	
suggests	 that,	 while	 neo‐traditionalist	 and	 economic‐nurturing	 ideologies	 are	
frequently	referenced	by	users	of	Mumsnet,	there	is	also	a	strong	assertion	of	the	
feminist	 model,	 with	 its	 emphasis	 on	 mothers	 finding	 fulfilment	 and	
empowerment	outside	the	home	and	a	more	equal	share	of	childcare	with	others.	
While	this	may	not	be	surprising	on	such	a	middle‐class	site	with	a	high	proportion	
of	 professional	 working	mothers,	 it	 is	 also	 argued	 that,	 on	Mumsnet,	 mothers	
actively	engage	with,	re‐work	and	to	a	certain	extent	resist	the	good	mother	ideal.	
In	her	discussion	of	Intensive	Mothering,	Hays	(1996)	argued	the	mothers	tend	to	











there	 has	 only	 been	 a	 limited	 amount	 of	 investigation	 into	 how	 mothers	
themselves	construct	their	own	mothering	identity.	In	their	work	on	the	portrayal	








sacred,	 innocent	 and	 pure,	 their	 price	 immeasurable’	 (p.54).	 For	 the	 Intensive	
mother,	childcare	is	all‐consuming,	emotionally	satisfying,	and	guided	by	expert	
advice,	 with	 the	 child’s	 needs	 more	 important	 than	 those	 of	 the	 mother.	 An	
Intensive	Mothering	ideology	thus	leads	to	a	traditional	domestic	set‐up,	with	the	
father	 as	 bread‐winner	 and	 the	 mother’s	 primary	 role	 being	 in	 the	 home.	





mother	 versus	 supermom,	 Johnston	 and	 Swanson	 (2003)	 identify	 four	
contemporary	 mothering	 ideologies:	 traditionalist,	 feminist,	 neo‐traditionalist	
and	economic	nurturing.	While	their	traditionalist	and	neo‐traditionalist	models	














benefit	 of	 her	 children	 rather	 than	 her	 own	 well‐being,	 although	 Hochschild	
(1997)	suggests	 that	mothers	can	 feel	more	rewarded	and	valued	at	 their	 jobs	
than	 at	 home.	 Johnston	 and	 Swanson	 (2006)	 agree,	 arguing	 that,	 while	 some	






accrue	 to	 both	 their	 children	 and	 themselves	 through	 their	 work	 outside	 the	
house.	Full‐time	employed	mothers	may	have	different	definitions	of	what	a	good	













important	 role	 in	 setting	 parameters	 for	 contemporary	motherhood,	 from	 the	
intensive	mothering	of	Angelina	Jolie	or	Gwyneth	Paltrow,	to	‘bad’	mothers	such	
as	Britney	(‘Unfitney’)	Spears.	At	the	same	time,	reality	television	allows	viewers	




she	 should	 breastfeed	 her	 baby,	 but	 not	 for	 too	 long	 or	 in	 too	 obvious	 a	way.	
Mothers	 come	 to	 understand	 that	 a	 good	 mother	 should	 persevere	 with	
breastfeeding	no	matter	how	inconvenient	or	painful	it	might	be	for	her,	selflessly	
putting	 her	 baby’s	 needs	 above	 those	 of	 her	 own.	 However,	 mothers	 who	
breastfeed	beyond	 the	baby	years	or	embarrass	others	by	public	breastfeeding	
might	 be	 deemed	morally	 deviant	 (Murphy	 1999).	 Breastfeeding	mothers	 also	
have	 a	 responsibility	 to	 consider	 the	 child’s	 needs	 to	 bond	with	 its	 father	 –	 is	








The	 media	 also	 has	 a	 hand	 in	 shaping	 how	 we	 define	 the	 bad	 mother.	 While	
romantic	comedies	and	family	films	show	us	the	idealized	family,	contemporary	
horror	 films	 frequently	 depict	 the	 darker	 side	 of	 family	 life	with	 portrayals	 of	
delinquent	mothers.	Hager	and	Herzog	(2015)	characterize	such	bad	mothers	in	
horror	 films	 as	 either	 Overfeeding	 or	 Starving,	 with	 Overfeeding	 mothers	
smothering	their	child	with	an	over‐involvement	in	their	lives,	meaning	that	the	
child	 remains	dependent	and	 infantile.	One	example	 they	give	 is	 the	mother	 in	


































give	 them	 unconditional	 love	 whatever	 they	 do	 and	 however	 they	 turn	 out.	
Motherwork	is	a	lifetime	vocation,	with	the	need	to	maintain	the	 ‘good	mother’	
ideology	 throughout	 a	 woman’s	 life,	 even	 when	 her	 children	 have	 left	 home	












‘To	make	 parents’	 lives	 easier	 by	 pooling	 knowledge	 and	 experience’.	 It	 is	 the	
largest	 parenting	website	 in	 the	UK	with	 its	 discussion	boards,	Mumsnet	Talk,	
receiving	over	6	million	monthly	unique	visitors.	It	is	seen	by	both	the	media	and	
politicians	in	the	UK	as	being	particularly	influential	with	middle‐class	mothers,	
which	 led,	 for	 example,	 to	web	 chats	with	 leaders	 of	 the	main	political	 parties	











supportive	 nature,	 formation	 of	 an	 online	 community,	 growing	 feminist	 voice,	
affective	practices	and	construction	of	a	neoliberal	and	consumerist	motherhood	





the	 zombie	 apocalypse	 and	 sex	 (Hine,	 2014;	 Leaning,	 2014;	 Pedersen,	 2014;	
Jackson	et	al,	2013;	Skeggs	and	Wood,	2012).	All	point	to	the	site’s	predominantly	
middle‐class	 nature	 and	 its	 high	 proportion	 of	 university	 educated	 and	











educational	 success	 of	 their	 children.	 	 Jensen	 (2013)	 agrees	 and	 argues	 that	
‘Mumsnetiquette’	 provides	 an	 implicit	 script	 to	 participants,	 predicated	 on	
individualism,	entrepreneurialism,	and	a	fantasy	of	self‐reliance	and	that,	while	it	
offers	a	place	 to	vent	and	 to	manage	 the	 impossible	demands	of	 contemporary	
intensive	 parenting,	 this	 is	 often	 done	 in	 ways	 that	 collude	 with	 neoliberal	
parenting	culture.	It	is	thus	interesting	to	investigate	the	ways	in	which	good	and	












other	 parenting	 forums	 using	 archival	 searches	 (for	 example	 Hine,	 2014;	
Pedersen,	2014;	Skea	et	al,	2008),	a	search	was	conducted	for	threads	containing	
the	 terms	 ‘good	mother’	 and	 ‘bad	mother’	 in	 their	 title.	Whilst	 it	 was	 initially	
thought	that	some	kind	of	temporal	limits	would	need	to	be	imposed,	given	the	
popularity	 of	 Mumsnet’s	 discussion	 boards,	 it	 was	 interesting	 to	 find	 that,	










Following	 Appleton	 et	 al	 (2014),	 Brady	 and	 Guerin	 (2010)	 and	 the	












is	 interesting	 to	 note	 that	 16	 were	 stimulated	 by	 a	 television	 programme	 or	












apologies	 for	any	hurt	or	discomfort	 caused	 to	anyone	by	 the	 comments	made	
about	 c‐section	 births	 during	 the	 filming	 of	 Sharon	Horgan:	How	 to	 be	 a	 good	
mother.	 I	 would	 like	 to	 emphasis	 that	 when	 taking	 part	 in	 this	 show	 I	 was	

















founders	 of	 Mumsnet,	 Justine	 Roberts,	 who	 had	 been	 asked	 to	 write	 an	
introduction	 to	a	magazine	 special	 issue	on	 the	 subject	of	 ‘What	makes	a	good	
mother?’	She	asked	in	her	opening	post	what	Mumsnetters	thought	the	qualities	
of	 a	 good	 mother	 were	 and	 whether	 they	 had	 changed	 for	 their	 generation	
compared	to	their	mothers.	There	were	80	posts	on	this	thread.	An	analysis	of	the	
responses	 show	 that	 the	most	 frequently	mentioned	 concept	was	 to	 love	 your	
children	 and	 show	 them	 that	 love.	 The	 second	 most	 frequently	 given	 answer	
related	 to	 keeping	 a	 sense	 of	 humour	 and	 fun.	 Also	 popular	 were	 setting	
boundaries	in	order	to	give	your	child	a	sense	of	security;	patience;	and	the	ability	
to	listen.	Interestingly,	although	one	poster	said	‘not	like	my	mother’,	four	other	





time	 we	 try	 to	 label	 what	 a	 “good”	 parent	 is,	 we	 risk	 alienating	 (or	 at	 least	
worrying)	 those	who	do	not	 tick	 the	 particular	 box’.	Other	 posters	were	more	
comfortable	with	the	idea	of	the	‘good‐enough’	mother.	The	Intensive	Mothering	
ideal	of	the	good	mother	as	selfless	and	completely	fulfilled	by	a	total	focus	on	her	
children	 was	 explicitly	 rejected	 by	 several	 posters:	 ‘Never	 ever	 use	 the	 term	
“Happy	baby,	happy	Mummy”.	That's	 the	day	you	wake	up	and	find	you've	 lost	
yourself.’	‘Never	having	a	night	away	or	trusting	a	babysitter	isn't	a	virtue’,	‘I	think	
it	 is	dangerous	 to	be	a	 “mummy	martyr”’.There	was	also	evidence	 that	 several	
posters	 preferred	what	 Johnston	 and	 Swanson	 (2003)	 identify	 as	 the	 feminist	
model	 of	 motherhood,	 with	 one	 poster	 objecting	 to	 the	 term	 ‘good	 mother’	
because	it	minimised	the	role	of	the	father:	‘I	think	that	perpetuating	the	idealised	
image	of	“the	mother”	takes	the	responsibility	of	parenting	from	the	other	side’.		
There	 were	 some	 interesting	 responses	 relating	 to	 the	 question	 of	 how	
motherhood	 had	 changed	 for	 this	 generation.	 One	 poster	 identified	 several	
differences	 between	 herself	 and	 the	 way	 her	 mother	 and	 grandmother	 had	
parented	on	issues	such	as	breastfeeding	(‘There	was	no	pressure	to	breast	feed’);	
settling	to	sleep	(‘Your	goal	was	to	get	them	sleeping	from	day	dot.	A	lot	of	stories	




identified	 by	 Johnston	 and	 Swanson	 as	 part	 of	 the	 neo‐traditional	 ideal	where	
children’s	development	is	carefully	monitored	according	to	books,	magazines	and	







conscious	 of	 the	 ‘pressure’	 that	 such	 a	 model	 placed	 on	 a	 mother	 and	 the	
contemporary	requirement	for	good	mothers	to	work	at	the	role	and	rely	on	the	
advice	 of	 experts.	 It	 is	 interesting	 that	 she	 used	 the	 term	 ‘a	 bit	 too	 selfish’	 to	
describe	 her	 mother’s	 generation.	 Many	 of	 the	 approaches	 to	 parenting	 she	
describes	are	focused	on	making	the	baby	fit	in	with	the	household,	rather	than	
the	 household	 fitting	 around	 the	 baby’s	 needs	 –	which	 can	 be	 associated	with	
Johnston	and	Swanson’s	 ‘traditional’	mothering	approach	 rather	 than	 the	 ‘neo‐
traditional’	 or	 ‘intensive	mothering’	 focus	on	 the	primacy	of	 the	 child.	Another	
poster	 agreed,	 suggesting	 ‘My	 parents	 in	 their	 mid‐60's	 have	 admitted	 to	




not	 face	 the	 pressures	 involved	 in	 contemporary	 mothering,	 with	 one	 poster	
pointing	out	 that,	 in	her	mother’s	day,	 ‘There	weren’t	media	 images	of	yummy	
mummies	 bouncing	 back	 into	 shape	within	days’	 and	 suggesting	 that	 previous	
generations	relied	more	on	help	from	their	neighbours	and	less	on	official	advice.	
She	 ended	 ‘There	 is	 no	 “good	 enough”	mothering	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	media	 or	
government.	Mothering	is	a	career	with	high	expectations	where	failure	is	all	too	





Similar	 threads	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 defining	 the	 good	mother	 in	 2010	 and	 2015	







time	 to	 time’	 resonates	 across	 postfeminist	 parenting	 culture.	 However,	 she	
argues	 that	 engagement	 in	 such	 talk	 is	 itself	 used	 to	 demonstrate	 good	
motherhood,	with	 confessions	of	 failure	 taking	place	within	 a	wider	 context	of	
careful	parenting.		
Many	 thread	 titles	 relating	 to	 the	 term	 ‘good	mother’	 implied	 that	 the	opening	

















described	 her	 child’s	 artwork	 as	 ‘Jackson	 Pollack	 [sic]	 style’)	 rather	 than	
housework	 or	 other	 domestic	 responsibilities.	 While	 all	 three	 threads	 on	 the	
subject	of	artwork	 took	an	 ironic	view	of	 the	event,	 suggesting	 that	such	 ‘good	
mothering’	events	were	rare	and	caused	the	mother	much	hard	work,	they	also	




compliment’.	 This	 thread	 ran	 to	 39	 posts	 and	 was	 placed	 in	 the	
Feminism/Women’s	 Rights	 topic	 on	 the	 Discussion	 Board.	 Responses	 to	 the	
thread	 were	 all	 in	 agreement	 with	 her	 complaint	 that,	 when	 her	 husband	
undertook	a	basic	parenting	chore	or	looked	after	their	child,	he	was	praised	for	
being	 exceptional	 while	 she	 was	 just	 expected	 to	 do	 these	 things	 without	
comment.	Many	examples	were	given	by	posters	of	times	when	their	own	partners	
















into	 the	 uber‐parent	 role,	 and	watch	 (resentfully)	 as	 their	 partners	 slip	 into	 a	
largely	 child	 rearing	 free	 role’.	 In	 contrast,	 some	 posters	 felt	 that	 this	 was	 an	










Guerin	 2010).	 While	 Mumsnet	 presents	 itself	 as	 being	 ‘for	 parents’,	 its	
demographics	are	overwhelmingly	female	and	male	posters	can	feel	unwelcome	
(Pedersen	2015).	While	the	posters	above	were	annoyed	that	their	partners	were	
praised	 for	 any	 interaction	 with	 their	 children,	 fathers	 often	 report	 feeling	
19	
	
sidelined	 as	 the	 secondary	 parent	 by	 their	 partners,	 families,	 medical	
professionals	 and	 wider	 society	 (Salzmann‐Erikson	 and	 Eriksson	 2013).	 The	
praise	 for	 fathers	undertaking	basic	childcare	 tasks	discussed	above,	 therefore,	
should	be	placed	within	a	wider	context	of	stereotypes	of	incompetent	fatherhood	
that	can	be	just	as	much	a	straitjacket	as	those	of	the	good	mother.	









and	 the	more	 career‐positive	 feminist	 approach	 to	mothering.	 However,	 some	
responses	 to	 the	 threads	asking	 for	 a	definition	of	 a	 good	mother	did	mention	






provide	a	 good	 role	model	 for	her	 children,	 again	 reminiscent	of	 Johnston	and	









was	 constantly	 changing	 and	 that	 the	 flood	 of	 parenting	 advice	 and	 the	
construction	of	motherhood	in	the	media	could	be	problematic	for	contemporary	
mothers.	While	the	majority	of	posters	seemed	to	be	influenced	by	the	Intensive	
Mothering	 model,	 whilst	 not	 explicitly	 using	 that	 term,	 either	 accepting	 its	
prescriptions	of	the	ideal	mother	or	rejecting	them,	other	models	of	motherhood,	
particularly	 a	 more	 feminist	 approach,	 could	 be	 identified	 on	 the	 discussion	
forum.	A	reluctance	to	embrace	the	term	‘good	mother’	and	a	preference	for	the	
‘good	enough’	amongst	posters	was	informed	by	a	variety	of	factors:	self‐doubt	




the	 clear	 appreciation	 that	 the	 definition	 of	 good	 motherhood	 is	 changeable,	
demonstrates	 that	 even	 the	 quintessentially	middle‐class	Mumsnetters	 are	 not	





bad	mother	were	much	more	 specific	 to	 a	 particular	 incident.	 The	majority	 of	
21	
	





























the	 ideal	of	 the	good	mother	–	who	has	patience,	 is	 fully	 focused	on	her	child’s	
development	and	totally	fulfilled	by	her	role	as	caregiver.	In	particular,	the	three	
threads	 relating	 to	 a	 decision	 not	 to	 breastfeed	 or	 to	 stop	 breastfeeding	
demonstrate	 the	 clear	 link	 there	 is	 in	 contemporary	 British	 society	 between	
breastfeeding	and	being	a	good	mother.	The	response	to	those	posters	who	were	
planning	not	to	breastfeed	was	generally	supportive,	although	they	were	urged	by	
many	 respondents	 to	 do	more	 research	 into	 the	 subject	 before	making	 a	 final	
decision.	 There	 was	 a	 general	 agreement	 that,	 if	 breastfeeding	 was	 making	 a	
mother	unhappy,	she	had	the	right	 to	choose	 to	stop.	However,	 the	majority	of	
posters	 suggested	 ways	 to	 continue	 breastfeeding,	 such	 as	 mixed	 feeding	 and	

























the	baby	and	not	 give	 a	 shit	 about	doing	 so’.	Key	 to	 this	 lack	of	 condemnation	
seems	to	be	a	poster’s	display	of	a	conscience	about	their	‘bad’	mothering.	Links	
can	 be	 made	 here	 to	 the	 monstering	 of	 mothers	 like	 Susan	 Smith,	 who	 was	




Neither	was	 there	 condemnation	of	 the	posters	who	 confessed	 to	 finding	 their	




to	work	after	her	baby	 is	born	 is	very	much	 framed	 in	parts	of	 the	media	as	a	












out	 of	 the	 home	 can	 be	 constructed	 as	 a	 selfish	 choice.	 As	 discussed	 above,	
Mumsnet	is	different	from	other	parenting	websites	in	its	high	number	of	working	










the	majority	 of	which	asked	precisely	what	his	 contribution	was	 to	 interacting	










because	 they	demonstrated	a	 conscience	about	 their	actions.	Rather	 they	were	
women	who	needed	a	break	and	some	support.	Unlike	the	definition	of	a	good	
mother,	 which	 was	 flexible	 enough	 to	 include	 a	 variety	 of	 behaviours	 and	
attitudes,	 the	 definition	 of	 a	 bad	 mother	 was	 actually	 very	 narrow	 to	 these	
Mumsnetters.	As	one	posters	on	a	 thread	about	boredom	put	 it,	 ‘Not	everyone	




or	being	measured	by	others,	against	 the	 Intensive	Mothering	 ideal	and	 feeling	
that	 they	 fell	 short.	They	did	not	 feel	 totally	 fulfilled	by	 their	 role	as	 caregiver,	
found	themselves	short	of	patience	and	worried	about	their	child’s	development.	









mothering	 concepts	 such	 as	 the	 good	 and	 bad	 mother	 from	 the	 viewpoint	 of	
mothers	 themselves.	 An	 analysis	 of	 the	 use	 of	 the	 terms	 on	 Mumsnet	











could	be	perceived	as	 selfish	–	 such	as	giving	up	breastfeeding	or	 returning	 to	








in	 the	 media,	 thus	 demonstrating	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 media	 in	 the	




the	 ‘good‐enough	mother’	 and	widening	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 good	mother.	Hays	
(1996)	 suggested	 that	 mothers	 tend	 to	 follow	 contemporary	 models	









older	 women’s	 parenting	 skills,	 comparing	 them	 to	 their	 own	 more	 Intensive	
approach	 and	 critical	 in	 particular	 of	 a	 lack	 of	 emotional	 involvement	 and	 not	
working	hard	 enough	at	 parenting,	 there	was	 also	 an	 acknowledgement	of	 the	
pressure	 contemporary	 mothers	 felt.	 They	 were	 in	 particular	 critical	 of	 the	
media’s	 involvement	 in	 this	 pressuring	 of	 mothers	 and	 also	 the	 fact	 that	 in	
Western	society	mothers	are	set	up	to	fail	–	that	whichever	decision	they	make	
about	 their	 children	 will	 be	 subjected	 to	 criticism.	 The	 fluidity	 of	 ‘good	
motherhood’	meant	that	 it	was	easier	 for	Mumsnetters	to	define	 it	against	 ‘bad	
motherhood’	–	they	only	knew	that	they	were	good	mothers	because	they	knew	
that	 they	were	not	bad.	Some	also	knew	they	were	good	mothers	because	they	
defined	 themselves	 against	 the	 out‐of‐date	 ‘good	 motherhood’	 of	 older	
generations,	thus	also	introducing	a	tension	between	generations.	The	owners	of	
Mumsnet	have	recently	established	another	site	–	 ‘Gransnet’	–	and	 it	would	be	
interesting	 to	undertake	a	 further	study	of	 the	concept	of	good	motherhood	as	
articulated	on	that	discussion	forum	to	identify	differences	and	similarities	in	the	







conceptualisation	of	 the	good	mother	 is	 fluid	and	very	much	based	on	defining	
themselves	 against	 bad	 mothering,	 which	 for	 some	 is	 identified	 with	 the	
mothering	 practices	 of	 previous	 generations.	 The	 Intensive	 Mother	 ideology	
current	in	contemporary	UK	society	means	that	mothers	feel	enormous	pressure,	
from	the	media,	family	and	friends	and	themselves,	to	be	the	selfless,	ideal,	good	
mother.	This	can	 lead	 to	both	self‐doubt	and	criticism	of	 their	mothering	skills	
from	others.	However,	middle‐class	mothers	can	also	reinterpret	the	concept	of	
the	good	mother	to	include	more	support	from	their	partners	and	a	fulfilling	life	
outside	 the	 home,	 although	 it	 should	 be	 noted	 that	 these	 more	 ‘selfish’	
requirements	are	frequently	framed	as	supporting	their	role	as	a	good	mother,	for	
example	as	a	role	model	for	their	children	or	as	necessary	for	good	mental	health.	
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